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Buen vivir and political alternatives from a Brazilian standpoint1 
 
Gabriel Silveira de Andrade Antunes 
 
Abstract: 
Buen Vivir is an alternative to the idea of development, coming from Amerindian 
cultures such as the Kichwa and Aymaras. It consists of a way of being focused on 
community cooperation and cooperation with nature, and it seeks to overcome the 
political horizon which views development as integration into the global market 
economy. Using contributions from several authors regarding Buen Vivir, I 
problematize the frame of reference of the contemporary Brazilian political mentality. I 
argue that there is an unsettling combination of a declared concern with modern social 
and ecological problems, and an imaginary which sees no alternative to capitalism at its 
present stage. This can be observed, for example, in the ambiguity of actions undertaken 
by the Brazilian State, which seeks to present itself as working against climate change 
and the deforestation of the Amazon, while at the same time intensifying extractivism 
and the construction of megastructures with a profound social and ecological impact as 
an impetus to the supposedly necessary growth of GDP. I will show that the Buen Vivir 
program, departing from the imaginary in which there is no alternative to 
developmentalism, provides valuable clues for the elaboration of political alternatives 
for humanity from a Brazilian standpoint. 
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Ten years ago Volkswagen has launched an advertising campaign in Brazil 
claiming to be a company that produces good quality cars. The piece televised years 
before the emissions scandal showed a white man washing his car and wondering what 
would happen in the world if things were well done as a Volkswagen. He concludes that 
things would last longer, they would be built for long time use and there would be less 
consumption, less damage to nature, less advertising invading the media and the streets. 
However, when considering the hypothetical decrease in production of low-quality 
objects and their impact on the on-going economy, the protagonist finds that he would 
lose his job and thus could not buy his Volkswagen. Thus, contrary to the initial critical 
imagination, the narrator concluded "it’s good that not everything is well done as a 
Volkswagen". 
The dilemma of the propaganda character of having to participate in a 
production chain of making garbage as a condition to access important goods for his 
daily live is certainly common for many Brazilian workers. Even worse than that, it is 
certainly part of the daily lives of workers around the world that employment in the 
consumerism economy is a condition of simply trying to achieve what they need or 
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want. So, it is largely as each one inserts itself into the production, transportation, 
advertising and commerce on a global scale of things and services of low quality and 
short durability that each one tries to get what is necessary to eat, to move around, to be 
healthy, to have fun. In short, each one's own livelihood makes people's lives a little 
more subject to pollution, toxic components, noise, traffic jams, dissatisfaction. Would 
it be excessive to say that in this scheme each one working for himself works against 
the others? 
Let’s consider these questions from another perspective. It is notorious that 
Brazil has in its territory immense natural resources. The Portuguese colonization 
inaugurated an economic regime of accelerated exploitation that persists in the form of 
the incessant search and instrumentalization of new resources for the market economy. 
This does not happen peacefully: the human and ecological cost is immense. The result 
is a society marked by scary rates of inequality in access to all kinds of goods. As a 
political response to the historical difficulty in access to fundamental goods by a large 
part of the Brazilian population - much of it descended from those dispossessed by 
modernization – the big media and the government repeat the discourse of the need for 
more economic development, more gross domestic product growth. As in the 
Volkswagen advertising, important agents of Brazilian State politics have been treating 
the development of the economy in the current terms of capitalism and consumerism as 
a solution to contemporary problems. Certainly these agents know the impact that this 
policy produces, so much that they always seek to bear, for instance, some index of 
decrease in the rate of deforestation. It seems that in part they repeat the same formulas 
because of the broad acceptance that there is no alternative to capitalism. Therefore, the 
growth in the average household consumption, or large infrastructure works such as 
hydroelectric plants in the Amazon or even productivity growth of an agriculture based 
on plantation are always taken in my country as good events by the hegemonic media or 
by agents of the State. Meanwhile, a Brazilian music from the 1990s already warned 
that "The city does not stop / the city only grows / the top rises and descends the low" 
(CHICO SCIENCE & NAÇÃO ZUMBI).  
The Volkswagen’s propaganda and the actions of the Brazilian State show a 
disturbing concomitance of a fairly adequate perception of social and ecological 
problems of modernity and an imaginary that there is no alternative to capitalism at its 
present stage. The Buen Vivir, as we see in the works of Eduardo Gudynas and Alberto 
Acosta (2011), is an alternative platform to modern development that has been built 
from Amerindian cultures such as the Kichwa and Aymaras. In this social and political 
framework, a way of being is established aiming on cooperation in the community and 
with nature, seeking to overcome the political horizon of the assimilation to the 
development of the globalized consumer economy. By denying the assumption that 
there is no alternative to capitalism into its current characteristics and giving value to 
the exteriority of traditional communities, Buen Vivir consists of a profound critique of 
modernity. Thus, after undergoing a very hard process of instrumentalization and 
colonial marginalization, these communities do not play an inferior and needy role, but 
engage in a responsible and critical search for alternatives to contemporary local and 
global challengesi. The conceptions that have been translated or related to Buen Vivir 
(sumak kawsay, suma qamaña among others) are already included in the last 
constitutions of Ecuador and Bolivia among principles and purposes of the State, as 
well as a diverse set of rights of people, social groups and even of nature. 
The marginalized groups in Brazil can find important clues to their own 
problems in the construction of Buen Vivir as a political horizon. Like the Andean 
communities, they can respond to their stereotyped lowering by recognizing themselves 
as creators of their own survival and distancing themselves from the naturalization of 
seeking to enter into subaltern occupations in the market. It is a terrible loss of 
transforming potential that so many people in Brazil are deceived by the promises of the 
consumer society, that we still have a policy of State and subjectivities with a lot of 
success leading people to seek the role without alternatives and without responsibility of 
the character of the advertisement that we saw above. The Brazilian rapper Criolo warns 
us with strong words about the promises of social ascension in this context: “it's the 
firmament of hell's mouth waiting for you”. The time that we could invest in the welfare 
of the community that we belong is sold at low prices but very costly to the same 
system that diminishes us. 
The Buen Vivir leads me to think that the poverty of Brazilian marginalized 
groups is less due to the lack of schools to teach and discuss experiences and speeches 
to its residents than by the lack of schools that teach and discuss experiences and 
discourses of their residents everywhere. They are poor because they have been 
deprived of what they have been put on the margins and because they have not yet 
become sufficiently organized to expand their own potential and to invest in the critique 
and worldview they have and can create. The recent changes in Brazilian public 
universities initiated by the policy of racial quotas – which notably increased the access 
of marginalized groups to higher education – have been deepened in some fields by the 
openness to the knowledge of traditional indigenous groups and quilombolas as well as 
to the artistic expressions typical of the urban peripheries. Unfortunately, philosophy is 
certainly one of the fields least affected by these changes, which is manifested in a 
persistent and strong eurocentrism in the university studies of the area. Nevertheless, the 
openness that other fields have provided in higher education institutions mean 
institutional contributions favorable to the deepening of critical perspectives on 
development and modernity-coloniality in Brazil. Considering, however, the recent and 
violent conservative shift in command of the Brazilian state, it is necessary to seek the 
strengthening of these perspectives also outside the state scope. In these terms, elements 
of Buen Vivir can find shelter in social movements and NGOs that play a key role in 
political resistance and artistic renewal in Brazil, as witnessed by the biographies of 
Chico Science and Criolo, artists of the periphery already cited in this work. Also worth 
mentioning are actions such as the creation of the label "Selo Povo" by Ferréz and other 
writers of marginal literature, the implantation of experiences of bio-construction and 
permaculture by MTST around Brasília or the activities of the Florestan Fernandes 
School, MST. These institutional elements of the state and civil society are some good 
responses to the lack of schools and institutes to develop knowledge and skills of 
favelas, tribes and peasant communities.  
Conservative sectors do not tire of inculcating the failure of socialist experiences 
of the last century. As we have seen, the ecological destruction and social damage that 
the capitalist model conducts is such that its evidence has been incorporated into an 
unusual propaganda that masterfully reveals that there is no alternative with “pure 
capitalism”. The world order with its geopolitical tensions and corporate actions in 
dismantling social and environmental rights around the world are permanent sources of 
fear, so it seems unimaginative to add dystopias to this vivid catalog of tortures. In a 
moment of acute attack on workers and on the already weak actions of environmental 
preservation and social security in Brazil, the question of living well in society becomes 
more urgent. Organizing to ensure jointly access to people to the necessary and prevent 
disregard for the systems that guarantee life on the planet, free from a nihilistic 
developmentalism, is the alternative invitation of the Buen Vivir project to create better 
living conditions for humanity from Brazil. 
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i José Carlos Mariátegui, a Peruvian Marxist from the beginning of the 20th century, thought the 
collective life of the natives in the ayllus as a political force to be mobilized for the overcoming 
of capitalism. At that time, however, Mariátegui thought that "socialism presupposes capitalist 
technique, science and stage and can not imply the slightest setback in the acquisition of the 
achievements of modern civilization" (MARIÁTEGUI, 2005, p. 124). Mariátegui assimilated 
 
the critical potential of indigenous collective life to a historical horizon of Eurocentric 
modernization. On the other hand, Buen Vivir, by affirming the potential of techniques and 
sciences other than modern ones, powerfully widens the critical potentialities and alternatives 
linked to ayllu. Consequently, this political referential has a strong link with critical theories of 
capitalism and colonialism made from Latin America, such as Enrique Dussel's philosophy of 
liberation or Anibal Quijano's decolonial thinking. 
